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Abstract 
 
Adolescents’ capacity to regulate strong emotions is an important aspect of successful adolescent 
development. To date, no measure has been available to assess adolescents’ ability to regulate 
their strong emotions. This study used the MACS, an adapted version of the Affective Control 
Scale (Chambless & Williams, 1982), to survey over 2100 high school students, aged 12-18 
years. A further 1200 of these completed a follow-up survey. The findings indicated that, in 
general, males had an increased fear of positive emotion and anger, whereas females had an 
increased fear of negative emotions of depression and anxiety.  Females were also less able than 
males to take charge of their strong emotions. In addition, fear of negative emotions was greatest 
for girls aged 14 years. The MACS proved to be a useful and dependable way of ascertaining 
adolescents’ emotional functioning.  
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The capacity to control or regulate emotions and related behaviours is a major developmental 
task (Cicchetti, Ganiban, & Barnett, 1991; Dodge & Garber, 1991; Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004). 
The construct of emotion regulation (ER) has been reported in the literature as spanning a 
number of dimensions, including physiological, behavioural, cognitive (Shipman et al., 2003), 
motivational and biological (Halle, 2003).This diversity has lead to considerable differences in 
the way emotion regulation, and its dysregulation, have been operationalised within empirical 
studies. As a consequence, questions have been raised as to its utility as a scientific construct, 
with assertions being made that it is “diffuse, overly inclusive and poorly defined” (Cole, Martin, 
& Dennis, 2004). Cole et al. stress the importance of researchers providing working definitions 
to improve clarity and methodological rigor while (Bridges, Denham, & Ganiban, 2004) further 
argue that any definition needs to have a strong theoretical underpinning. A widely accepted 
definition of ER was put forward by Thompson (1994, p 27-28) who suggested that ER “consists 
of the extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible for monitoring, evaluating, and modifying 
emotional reactions, especially their intensive and temporal features, to accomplish one’s goals”. 
 
Much of the research conducted on ER has focused on infancy, and school-aged preadolescent 
children (Shields & Cicchetti, 1997; Walden, Harris & Catron, 2003), but few studies have 
investigated the regulation of strong emotions, particularly in adolescents. Current research 
indicates that the salience of emotion regulatory goals increases with age (Carstensen, 1995) and 
emotional control may likewise increase with age (Gross, Carstensen, Pasupathi, Tsai, Gottestam 
& Hsu, 1997). The instability of emotions in early adolescence may be related to the variability 
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Hormones have been shown to have effects on the experience of positive and negative affect, 
with puberty related to an increase in negative affect (e.g. Brooks-Gunn, Graber & Paikoff, 
1994). Higher risk for emotional and behavioural difficulties exists for adolescents who go 
through the predictable, normative events of pubertal onset and school transitions, together with 
experiencing other changes like family disruption, relocation to a new community, or the 
intiation to the romantic sphere (Simmons & Blyth, 1987). In particular, adolescent romantic 
attachments contribute to emotional highs and lows (Feiring, 1996).                           
 
A problem with this area of assessment is that there is no comprehensive psychometric 
instrument that taps adolescents’ perceptions of the fear of losing control over their strong 
emotions. Therefore, the current study investigated the assessment of strong emotions in 
adolescence and focused on the development of a self-report measure of fear of losing control 
over strong emotions. The present study used the Affective Control Scale which measures “fear 
of losing control over one’s emotions or of one’s behavioural reactions to emotions” (Williams, 
Chambless, & Ahrens, 1997). The ACS was originally constructed as a self-report measure for 
use with adults, and was selected because it had demonstrated excellent internal consistency, 
good test-retest reliability, and convergent and divergent validity (Berg, Shapiro, Chambless & 
Arens,1998) 
 
Method 
 
Participants  
Male (N = 794) and female (N = 1101) secondary school students (N = 2,128), aged 12 to 18 
years (x = 14.53, SD = 1.44), participated voluntarily in this study (see Table 1). Two hundred 
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approached (representative of high, middle and low SES areas), eight schools consented to 
participate, representing a 44.4% response rate. Seven of these schools were located in the South 
Metropolitan region of Perth, Western Australia, with five schools (N = 1679) representative of 
the private education system, and two (N = 449) representative of the public education system, 
including one school located in a coastal town 200km from Perth. Data from a third public high 
school was excluded from analysis due to the lateness of its arrival.  
 
Table 1  Gender and grade characteristics of the sample (N = 2128) 
                    
        
  8  9  10 11 12 Total 
        
M  224 217 178  84  81  784 
        
F  323 283 277 109 102  1094 
        
  547 500 455 193 183  1878 
                    
Note: 233 cases had missing information on gender and 17 cases were 
removed as outliers. 
       
 
  Materials 
The original adult scale, the Affective Control Scale (ACS), developed by Williams (1992, cited 
in Williams, et al., 1997 was modified for the current study. The language of items was 
simplified for use with adolescents aged 12 to 18 years. Item 10 “having an orgasm is scary for 
me because I am afraid of losing control”, was removed since its content was considered 
unsuitable for younger aged adolescents. Other items were reworded based on an initial 
consultation between clinicians from the South Metropolitan Child and Adolescent Mental 
Health Service and the primary researcher. Ambiguous terminology was broken down using 
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increase understanding. Additional changes to the wording of questions were made based on 
piloting the questionnaire with three adolescents aged 12, 13 and 17 years. Some further changes 
were made and the scale was again piloted with five adolescents aged 12 to 17 years. The 
average time taken to complete the final 41-item version of the Modified Affective Control Scale 
(MACS) was approximately 10 minutes. 
 
The MACS, in keeping with the adult version, consists of four sub-scales that measure fear of 
anger, fear of depressive mood, fear of anxiety and fear of positive emotion. Individual sub-scale 
scores and overall scale scores are computed from the 41 items. The higher the mean score, the 
higher the perceived fear of emotion/s. The original scale format was retained. This required 
participants to rate each item on a 7-point Likert scale, from ‘very strongly disagree’ to ‘very 
strongly agree’, with a neutral mid-point. The ‘Anger’ sub-scale consists of 8 items, the ‘Positive 
Affect’ sub-scale 12 items, the ‘Depressed Mood’ sub-scale 8 items, and the ‘Anxiety’ sub-scale 
13 items. For the purposes of data collection, the scale was renamed the Adolescent Emotion 
Survey. The internal consistency of the modified total scale (Cronbach alpha = .91) was similar 
to that of the original ACS (Cronbach alpha = .94) developed by Williams (1992, cited in 
Williams et al., 1997). The survey contained no identifying information other than date of birth, 
gender and grade. 
 
Procedure  
 
Members of the research team approached school principals by way of a phone call to determine 
willingness to participate in the study.  Interested principals were then sent a research package 
containing an introductory letter, a principal information sheet, a participant information sheet, a 
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arranged with interested principals to further discuss the objectives and commitments required. 
Parental consent for adolescents to participate in the study was sought according to school 
preference and/or policy. Some schools sought direct parental consent while others informed 
parents via newsletters, asking parents to contact the school if they did not want their son or 
daughter to participate. 
 
Schools either elected to administer the surveys themselves, or alternatively, a member of the 
research team administered the surveys.  The survey was administered according to a standard 
protocol, in a classroom setting during normal class times. All participants were provided with an 
information sheet and were required to fill out a consent form prior to completing the survey. 
They were reminded that participation was voluntary and that anonymity was assured. When 
completing the surveys, participants were asked to reflect on how they had been feeling over the 
past two weeks. The administrator collected completed surveys. 
 
Surveys were coded and data entered directly onto a web page designed specifically for the 
current study. It was reasoned that data entry via the web page would lead to reduced data entry 
errors and in fact, < 0.1% of data entry errors occurred, which was minimal given the large data 
set involved. Someone other than the person who had entered the data carried out crosschecking 
of data manually. In addition, cases in which more than 50% of responses were left unanswered 
(e.g. the entire back page was left blank) were removed, as were cases in which there was an 
obvious response pattern, for example, all neutral responses. This resulted in the exclusion of 
140 participants (6.58%) and a final sample of 2128 adolescents.  
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Results and Discussion 
Two by two (gender x grade) between groups analyses of variance were conducted to test the 
significance of between group means. As seen in Table 2, in relation to gender, females scored  
significantly higher than males on the Fear of Depression and Fear of Anxiety subscales while 
males scored significantly higher than females on the Fear of Anger and Fear of Positive 
Emotion subscales. Overall, there was a trend for females to score higher than males across all 
grades on Fear of Depression and Fear of Anxiety and for males to score higher than females on 
Fear of Positive Emotion. Significant differences in between group means for grade were also 
revealed and further explored using Tukey’s post-hoc analyses. Results were mixed, with grade 
10 students scoring significantly higher than grade eight and grade nine students on the Fear of 
Anxiety subscale and significantly higher than grade 11 and grade 12 students on the Fear of 
Anger subscale. Grade 8 students also scored significantly higher than grade 12 students on the 
Fear of Anger subscale. On the Fear of Emotion subscale, Grade 10 students scored significantly 
higher than grade 9 and grade 12 students. 
 
The results indicate that fear of depression and fear of anxiety is most problematic for  
 
female students.  In particular, adolescents fear of strong emotions is more salient at  
 
Grade 10 than at other ages. Of interest is the finding that Grade 8 adolescents also have a  
 
strong fear of anger, which appears to peak in Grade 10 and dissipate somewhat by Grade  
 
12. 
 
 
These results are generally supportive of the view that adolescent emotions are variable.   
 
However, this study is the first of its kind to investigate the regulation of strong emotions  
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Table 2  Subscale total mean scores and standard deviations across gender and grade (N = 1878) 
                       
          
   8  9  10 11 12  Total 
          
  M  30.9 (7.1)  29.6 (6.8)  30.3 (6.7)  28.7 (7.5)  27.9 (7.0)  29.8 (7.0) 
Anger          
  F  29.2 (6.9)  28.4 (6.7)  29.7 (5.9)  27.8 (5.4)  28.8 (7.2)  28.9 (6.5) 
          
   29.7 (7.1)  29.0 (6.7)  30.0 (6.2)  28.3 (6.5)  28.0 (7.0)   
                       
          
  M  25.8 (8.1)  24.0 (7.9)  24.5 (8.1)  25.0 (7.7)  23.8 (8.4)  24.7 (8.1) 
D e p r e s s i o n         
  F  27.1 (8.5)  26.8 (8.8)  29.0 (8.3)  26.7 (7.4)  26.8 (8.9)  27.4 (8.5) 
          
    26.4 (8.4)  25.6 (8.5)  27.2 (8.4)  26.1 (7.7)  25.4 (8.5)   
                       
          
  M  41.2 (9.9)  39.5 (10.8)  42.8 (10.5) 42.0  (10.8) 38.2  (11.6) 40.9 (19.7) 
Anxiety          
  F  41.7 (10.4)  42.4 (11.0)  44.1 (9.4)  43.5 (9.7)  43.8 (10.4)  42.8 (10.3) 
          
    41.3 (10.4)  41.1 (10.9)  43.5 (10.1)  42.9 (10.3)  41.6 (11.1)   
                       
          
  M  38.4 (8.3)  38.1 (9.1)  39.6 (9.5)  39.1 (8.8)  37.3 (9.8)  38.5 (9.0) 
Positive          
Emotion  F  36.6 (8.8)  37.4 (8.5)  37.7 (7.3)  36.3 (7.7)  36.1 (8.7)  37.0 (8.2) 
          
    37.4 (8.7)  37.8 (8.7)  38.6 (8.3)  37.7 (8.3)  36.7 (9.2)   
                       
          
  M  136.3 (26.7)  131.2 (28.8)  137.2 (29.4)  134.8 (29.3)  127.2 (32.0)  134.0 (28.9) 
Total            
Emotion  F  134.6 (28.9)  135.0 (29.0)  140.4 (24.5)  134.4 (24.4)  135.5 (28.7)  136.3 (27.5) 
            
    134.8 (28.2)  133.5 (28.6)  139.3 (26.7)  134.9 (27.1)  131.6 (29.5)   
                       
Note: Bold typeface indicates significant gender differences. Italicized shaded typeface indicates 
significant  grade  differences       
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during this period. We are currently conducting research into the development of a short  
 
form of the scale and its application to both clinical and non-clinical groups.   
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